Understanding Shirk: Its Types and Misconceptions 


Shirk, or associating partners with Allah, is misunderstood. It is 
categorized into worship, essence, and attributes. Sunnis are 
free from shirk, as they differentiate between Allah’s inherent 
qualities and those granted to others by His will, debunking 
accusations of shirk against them. 
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In today's society, we often see that Muslims who visit shrines 
are quickly labeled as committing "shirk." If someone kisses the 
sheet of a saint in reverence, it's called shirk; if someone 
salutes the flag, it's shirk; even if someone slightly bows while 
shaking hands, it's shirk. This trend of labeling people with shirk 
has become quite active these days. In this article, we will 
explore whether it's truly that easy to label someone with shirk. 
Can anyone just call another person a "mushrik" without proper 
understanding? Anyone who accuses Sunnis of shirk is, in fact, 
outside the fold of Islam. Let’s explore what shirk truly means. 


There are three types of shirk: 

1. Shirk in worship (Shirk fil-lbadah) 

2. Shirk in essence (Shirk fiz-Zat) 

3. Shirk in attributes (Shirk fis-Sifat) 

1. Shirk in Worship (Shirk fil-lbadah) 

Shirk in worship means considering anyone other than Allah as 


worthy of worship. For example, the polytheists of Makkah kept 
360 idols in the Kaaba and worshipped them. They worshipped 


these lifeless stones instead of Allah. In essence, worshipping 
anyone besides Allah is shirk in worship. 


The declaration of faith: 
ail YY al) Y 
“There is no one worthy of worship except Allah.” 


2. Shirk in Essence (Shirk fiz-Zat) 


Shirk in essence refers to the belief that the Creator of the 
universe, Allah, has more than one entity. Such a belief is shirk 
in essence. Muslims, however, neither fall into shirk in worship 
nor into shirk in essence because they worship none but Allah 
and do not compare anyone to Him. 


3. Shirk in Attributes (Shirk fis-Sifat) 


Understanding shirk in attributes is crucial. It refers to 
attributing the qualities of Allah to anyone else. For instance, 
Allah describes Himself as "Ra'uf" (kind) and "Rahim" (merciful) 
in the Quran: 


sia Cal OY) 
“Indeed, Allah is kind and merciful to the people.” (Quran) 


In another verse, the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) is also 
described as Ra’uf and Rahim: 


pian Chje 5 Gta dll ile Gaia Se Le alle Sie Medi G2 OD Sele 
“There has certainly come to you a Messenger from among 
yourselves. Grievous to him is what you suffer; [he is] 
concerned over you, and to the believers is kind and merciful.” 
(Quran) 


One might question if this implies similarity between Allah and 
the Prophet (PBUH). Scholars explain this beautifully. Allah is 
Ra'uf and Rahim by His essence, whereas the Prophet (PBUH) 
is Ra'uf and Rahim by Allah’s bestowal. Allah has always been 
kind and merciful, whereas the Prophet became so only when 
Allah granted him this status. Therefore, no equivalence exists, 
and shirk does not arise. 


Further Examples: 
Another verse states: 


a YL Cash Gat j cupai Ga ga ds 
“Say: None in the heavens and the earth knows the unseen 
except Allah.” (Quran) 


However, another verse states: 


585 Go otal! ya VINSSI ge le Seb 3b Cut ale 

“[He is] the Knower of the unseen, and He does not disclose 
His knowledge of the unseen to anyone, except whom He has 
approved of messengers.” (Quran) 


Scholars explain that in reality, only Allah knows the unseen. 
Without His grant, no one can have such knowledge. However, 
when Allah bestows it upon His beloved messengers, they too, 
by His permission, know the unseen. Allah knows the unseen 
by His essence, whereas the Prophet (PBUH) knows it through 
Allah’s gift. 


Similarly: 


vd 4 4 Lay, 7% 
| ghal gall 5 Apis 5 abl ASM Lal 


“Indeed, your ally is Allah and His Messenger and those who 
believe.” (Quran) 


Here again, there’s a distinction. Allah is the ally by His 
essence, while the Prophet and the believers are allies by 
Allah’s grant. Therefore, there's no shirk, as the distinction 
between the Creator and the creation remains clear. 


Healing and Miracles: 
Prophet Isa (AS) is recorded in the Quran as saying: 


Ail Sly pall C81 5 Gag 5 089! Cl 5 
“| cure the blind and the leper and | give life to the dead by 
Allah’s permission.” (Quran) 


Prophet Isa (AS) explicitly clarifies that he performs these 
miracles by Allah's will, not by his independent power. Hence, 
no shirk occurs because it is always understood that these 
abilities are by Allah’s permission. 


Addressing Misunderstandings 


In the time of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), hypocrites 
accused him of shirk because they failed to grasp this 
distinction between essence and bestowal. Imam Fakhruddin 
Razi (RA) mentions in Tafsir al-Kabir that when the Prophet 
(PBUH) said, “Whoever loves me, has loved Allah,” the 
hypocrites alleged that he was committing shirk by elevating 
himself to Allah’s level. In response, Allah revealed: 


aii) ¢ Uai S84 Ugo Nl aba Gye 


“Whoever obeys the Messenger has indeed obeyed Allah.” 
(Quran) 


This demonstrates that loving and following the Prophet is a 
means of loving and following Allah, without implying any form 
of shirk. 


Conclusion 


It is essential to note that falsely accusing a Muslim of shirk 
when they are innocent of it is a grave sin. The Prophet (PBUH) 
warned in Sahih al-Bukhari that calling someone a disbeliever 
unjustly could cause the accuser themselves to leave the fold 
of Islam. 


Thus, Muslims are free from shirk, and falsely labeling them as 
such is not just incorrect but also dangerous for the accuser. 


Wallahu A‘lamu wa Rasuluhu A'‘lam. (Allah and His Messenger 
know best.) 


Ariba Razvi is a Sunni Islamic scholar, currently serving as a 
teacher in a girls’ Islamic seminary. 
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